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A MONG the English essayists of the latter

half of the nineteenth century, John Ruskin

held a high rank. His works embraced a variety

of subjects, or it may be more properly said that

his dominant idea manifested itself in diverse

guises. As we read "Sesame and Lilies," we
must, undoubtedly, class him as a great moral

writer and an educational critic of vivid, yet not

unsound, principles.

In Ruskin as a moralist we have the distinct

utterances of a man who wrote what he felt.

And Ruskin felt his morality in everything. He
was not an author who culled from spiritual

books an elaborate form of piety and presented

it to his readers, nor did he labor to convert

people to any form of faith. What he did do

was to apply the beautiful light of truth, good-

ness and wisdom to everything he saw. There

was something beautiful and true in nature and

art, in life and society. It was not an ideal to

be striven after, and never reached, but a reality

and a necessity for true moral and intellectual

culture. He placed the "eternal fitness of things"

before the eyes of men, that they might, there-

by, think more justly and act more honestly.

The ethical truths which Ruskin uses may sur-

prise us by their commonness. There is nothing

abstruse about them ; a little reflection would re-

veal them in anyone. Yet when he applies these

principles to actions and things, how beneficial

he becomes

!

"Remember," he says, "that every day of

your early life is ordaining irrevocably, for good
or evil, tlie custom and practice of your soul,

—

ordaining either sacred customs of dear and love-

1}' recurrence, or trenching deeper and deeper the

furrows for seed of sorrow. Now, therefore, see

that no day passes in which you do not make
yourself a somewhat better creature." We are

reminded of sometliing we already know. We
see the truth of it at a glance. We wonder that

we liave not felt it more.

Greatly does lie abhor and vigorously does he

oppose tlie idea tlien, prevalent in England that,

anytliing to be good must pay. This sordid spirit

of worldliness and gain, he seems to trace in all

men's actions. It is this blighting influence that

fetters men's minds and robs them of the nobler

things of life. Even the nation is affected with

it.

"A great Nation does not mock Heaven by

its powers by pretending belief in a revelation

which asserts the love of money to be the root

of all evil, and declaring at the same time that

it is actuated, and intends to be actuated, in all

chief national deeds and measures, by no other

love." He proves in a forceful manner that,

England as a nation has despised literature

science, nature, and composition.

Ruskins pages reveal much of universal and

immutable truth, but upon the application of

these principles to daily life there is a difference

wliich distinguishes him from other writers of

the same class. Ruskin nearly always addresses

the higher class of society. Much of what he

counsels requires education to appreciate and

wealth and leisure to put into practice. In this

particular application he is distinct from Samuel

Johnson, the moralist of the preceding century.

Johnson seizes human nature as it exists with its

virtues and vices, follies and foibles. He writes

to instruct men. Ruskin takes the finer points

of morality which aim at a more perfect life in

the realm of Society.

Ruskin, as a writer of culture and educational

refinement is vigorous and impressive. His ex-

pose of false education, unworthy ideals and

wrong tliinking are proofs of how a great nation

may deceive itself. Education was for most

people "a station in life," as a mere pretense to

learning. By an analysis of this so-called edu-

cation, he arrives at the conclusion that "love of

praise" is the primary motive.

While he often reveals the sham in things

tliouglit to be highly proper, his work is not

all negative. Throughout his pages we find an

admirable energy, a constant striving for intel-

lectual betterment. Sometimes we feel tliat Rus-

kin's fervor carried him too far. His expressions

are too dogmatic and what he requires is too

hard to fulfill. Some of liis ideas and their ex-

pression would be suitable only for an audience

of learned professors, or people that could give

tlieir whole energy and time to intellectual cul-

ture.

To lend force to his arguments, Ruskin often

uses physical images and similes. They are not

over frequent. Tliey are occasionally beautiful.

His use of etymology is not always happy. In

a few instances he may be suspected of pedantry.


